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INTRODUCTION 


The purpose of this study was to investigate the 
effectiveness of innovative housing programs for persons 
who are homeless or at risk of homelessness and who 
use substances (e.g. drugs, alcohol or other substances). 
The research specifically examined which housing 
interventions and factors that incorporate a harm 
reduction approach best help this population access 

and maintain stable housing. 


Three research questions were addressed: 


|. How effective are innovative or alternative residential 
housing programs for homeless people with substance use 
issues, especially those that incorporate high-tolerance or 
harm reduction into a supported living environment? 


2. To what degree is secure and stable housing crucial to 
successful substance use treatment models? 


3. Do harm reduction strategies, as part of supportive 
housing, enhance the stability and longevity of housing 
tenure for homeless people with substance use issues? 


TERMINOLOGY 


Harm reduction 


Harm reduction is defined as an approach aimed at reducing 
the risks and harmful effects associated with substance use 
and addictive behaviours, for the person, the community 
and society as a whole, without requiring abstinence. This 
study makes a distinction between approaches that are 
primarily a “tolerance of consumption” and approaches 
that actively engage clients in making positive changes in 
their lives. 


| 


Canada 


Harm reduction implies that it's not merely management 
of one problem (e.g. in a way that a disease like diabetes 
would be treated) but takes the broader context into 
account and includes other behaviours that create 
harm in the lives of people. The approach is based 
on getting people to invest in the idea that their lives 
can be different. Reducing consumption of substances 
is a goal only if the client identifies it as such. 


Ottawa Inner City Health Project (OICHP), Ottawa 


Housing first 


In this study, “housing first” is defined as the direct 
provision of permanent, independent housing to people 
who are homeless. Central to this idea is that clients will 
receive whatever individual services and assistance they 
need and want to maintain their housing choice. The 
housing:is viewed primarily as a place to live, not to 
receive treatment. 


METHODOLOGY 


The researchers undertook a literature review and 
profiled 13 initiatives in Canada, the U.S. and the 

U.K. Twelve of these projects are providing housing 
and services to people who are homeless or at risk 

of homelessness and who use substances. A thirteenth 
program was in the planning stages. All the projects 
incorporate a harm reduction approach. 


NSGssity CMHC %# SCHL 


HOME TO CANADIANS 


Information for the case studies was obtained through 
interviews with service provider personnel most 
knowledgeable about the program. In addition, the 
researchers sought to obtain written documentation about 
the initiative, such as annual reports, policies, and evaluations, 
if available. The researchers also conducted face-to-face 
interviews with 33 individuals who were living in (or had 
lived in) housing provided by the case study agencies 
and/or were receiving services from these agencies. 
Interview guides were used for all interviews. 


FINDINGS 


Eight of the programs provide housing in buildings dedicated 
to their target population or a similar clientele. With four 
other programs, the housing units are integrated within 
non-profit or private rental buildings that serve a mix of 
tenants (e.g. scattered sites), or the program provides a 
mix of options (See Table |). In one of these programs, 
the sponsor agency purchased 22 condominium units and 
rents them to their clients. Another program is planning to 
develop a new building to be dedicated to the target group. 


In all 13 of the case studies profiled (see Table 2), the 
agencies work to actively engage their clients in making 
positive changes in their lives. Some of the approaches 
used include motivational interviewing (to help clients 
enhance their motivation to address their substance use 
issues), focusing on the strengths and capacities of each 
individual—rather than on their limitations, and providing 
the necessary support and information to help clients 
reduce their substance use or to use more safely. As 
stated by one agency, the approach is one of “persistence” 
rather than “insistence”. 


Answers to research questions 


|. Based on a review of the literature and the programs 
profiled in this report, a harm reduction approach 
combined with supportive housing can be an effective 
way to address the needs of homeless people who are 
dealing with substance use issues. 


' Kraybill, Ken, Suzanne Zerger and National Health Care for the Homeless 
Council. 2003. Providing Treatment for Homeless People with Substance Use Disorders, 
Case Studies of Six Programs. National Health Care for the Homeless 

Council. p. 16 Available online at: www.nhchc.org. 


2. The literature is clear that effective treatment for 
homeless people with substance use issues requires 
“comprehensive, highly integrated, and client-centred 
services, as well as stable housing’”’.' Housing is essential 
both during and following treatment. The literature review 
also found growing evidence that supported housing is 
essential regardless of treatment. In the programs profiled 
in this report, safe and secure housing was identified as a 
key factor that makes it possible for residents/program 
participants to address their substance use issues and to 
become abstinent, reduce their substance use, or reduce 
the negative impacts of their use. 


3. The programs profiled in this report found that the 
participants had undergone a number of positive changes 
since they became involved. One of the most frequent 
changes noted was stable housing tenure. Using a harm 
reduction approach which provided for flexibility and 
focused on the individual needs of each client was 
identified as a key factor for success. 


Agency Key Informants 


The programs described in the case studies are effective 
in addressing the needs of people who are homeless and 
have substance use issues. All the agency key informants 
reported that their clients have undergone positive changes 
since becoming involved in the project. The most frequent 
changes noted were around housing stabilization, substance 
use, physical and mental health, and income. The agency 
key informants also reported that some of their clients 
were participating in employment training, while others 
had returned to school. In addition, some clients were 
able to develop social networks and/or re-establish 
contact with their families. 


When asked what they thought were the most effective 
services they provided, almost all the agency key informants 
identified housing. Housing provided the safety and security 
that made it possible for people to begin to reduce their 
substance use. Housing also provided a base for the residents 
to form friendships, get to know and respect themselves, 
develop and establish their own networks, and become 
connected to the community. 


Agency key informants also identified the following as 
reasons for success: 


* a harm reduction approach—which provides the context 
for flexibility and a “client-centred” approach in working 
with program participants/residents; 


° flexible and intensive case management—based on a 
trusting and respectful relationship, including a relationship 
that helps provide hope, optimism and real opportunities 
for moving beyond homelessness; 


* a high level of support—particularly being available in the 
evenings and on weekends; 


* the role of staff—their approach, attitude of helpfulness 
and way in which they treat participants with respect; 


* collaboration among agencies—particularly between the 
housing and service providers; 


* connections with community services—to help 
participants get involved in community activities and be 
able to contribute to the community; 


* social activities for the program participants/residents— 
including communal meals; and 


* stable funding. 
Resident/program participants 


The information provided by the agency key informants is 
supported by what the residents/program participants had 
to say. When asked about the factors most responsible 
for the changes in their lives, the most frequent response 
was housing—having a place to live. Participants also 
discussed how the support they received from the case 
study agency was responsible for the changes in their 
lives. Participants indicated that they value staff who 

are friendly, caring, supportive, responsive, helpful and 
compassionate. They want to be treated with respect, 
“like a person”. They identified a need for staff to be well- 
trained and knowledgeable about their issues. They also 
stated that experience is important—experience working 
with the target population and also real-life experience. 


The focus is “empowerment” with an emphasis on 
the strengths and capacities of the person rather 
than the substances that they consume. 


Services a la Communauté (CDC), Montréal 


When discussing what was important to them in terms 
of their housing, participants indicated that they want 
affordable housing in quiet neighbourhoods away from 
drug dealing but accessible to public transportation, 
amenities and services. It is clear that a range of housing 
options is necessary to meet the needs of the target 
group. While some individuals prefer the anonymity and 
strictly “landlord-tenant” relationship that occurs with 
scattered site housing, others prefer the camaraderie, 
group activities and sense of community that is available 
in dedicated buildings. 


While both agency key informants and residents/program 
participants discussed the importance of housing and support, 
it is the combination that holds the key to success. There 
had been times in their lives when the residents/program 
participants had been housed, but without success. Most 
housing providers would never house them again. What 
makes the case study initiatives documented in this 
report so compelling is their degree of success in 

helping the participants to turn their lives around. 


The changes are especially remarkable, given how little 
demand is placed on clients to engage in programs or 
transform themselves. However, the relationship between 
staff and their clients is not hands off. While participation 
in services is always voluntary, staff work to engage 
clients and encourage their participation in service 
planning, external treatment and service use. Perhaps 

the element of choice is another key to success. As 
suggested by a key informant, giving clients the treatment 
they want, allows them to select the treatment they 
need. At the same time, the study shows that no single 
model or approach will meet the needs of every person. 


Hearth Connection considers it easier and more 
beneficial to incorporate support services and focus 
on other root causes of harmful and risky behaviours 
when participants are housed than when they are on 
the street or in a shelter and struggling to survive. 
“Housing first”, however, does not mean “support 
second.” Participants are supported from the time 
they first enrol in the program while still homeless, 
through the housing search, and then for as long as 
needed after they are housed. 


QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 


A number of questions emerged from this research that 
merit further study. These include: 


* What are the advantages and disadvantages of dedicated 
housing compared to a scattered sites approach, and 
under what circumstances will it be more advantageous 
to choose one approach over the other? 


* What are some of the best ways to help people who have 
been homeless develop social networks and become 
integrated into the community? 


* What are some successful strategies for dealing with the 
co-existence of residents who are abstinent (particularly 
those who are newly abstinent) with those who aren't? 


CONCLUSIONS 


Perhaps the most significant finding that emerges from 
this study is the degree of success that can be achieved 
with the “housing first” approach. The case studies show 
that most people who are homeless, even if they have 
substance use issues and concurrent disorders, can be 
successfully housed directly from the street if they are 
given the right supports when they want them. 


While there is need for a range of housing options 

and services to address homelessness, this research 
recommends that policies and programs for addressing 
homelessness should be expanded to allow for a “housing 
first” approach so that people who are homeless can 
have direct access to permanent housing, with supports 
as needed and wanted. 


This report further recommends that policies and programs 
for addressing homelessness be based on the principle of 
“putting the client at the centre”. This means providing 
people who are homeless with choices about their housing. 
It also means questioning whether the distinction between 
“permanent” and “transitional” housing continues to be 
useful, if there are any reasons for housing programs to 
impose time limits regarding a resident's length of stay, 


and if so, under what circumstances. If the goal is to end 
homelessness, the results of this study make it clear that, 
for many people who are homeless, a “housing first” 
approach would in many instances make this possible. 


The term “hard-to-house” should be put to rest. The 
interviews show that homeless people with complex 
needs can be housed successfully, as long as they have 
the right kind of support that meets their needs. The 
participants were clear about what is important to them. 
They want to be treated with respect. They don't want to 
be treated as a number. It is also important to consider 
their strengths. One participant pointed out that the 
people in her building are “vibrant and wonderful. It is 
important to recognize this”. 


There is increasing awareness of the concept of harm 
reduction, yet it is not widely understood. This report 
recommends greater education and information about 
harm reduction and how it can work. The researchers 
believe that a better understanding of the approach 

and its positive impacts will mitigate some of the 
misinterpretation and negative perceptions. As more 
policy makers are informed about the potential for harm 
reduction to achieve positive outcomes, this approach 
should receive greater support and acceptance. 


Perhaps what is especially significant in the findings from 
these case studies is that if solutions can be found for 
this population—those with complex needs and who 
have the longest history of living on the streets—then 
perhaps key elements that distinguish the case studies, 
such as “housing first” or a client-centred approach, can 
be applied to address the needs of other people who are 
homeless—people who are newer to homelessness and 
who are not confronted by the multitude of problems 
that persons described in this report deal with on a 
daily basis. 
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CMHC Project Manager: Jim Zamprelli 


Research Consultants: 

Deborah Kraus, Consultant 

Luba Serge, Consultant 

Michael Goldberg, Social Planning and Research Council of B.C. 


Housing Research at CMHC 


Under Part IX of the National Housing Act, the Government 
of Canada provides funds to CMHC to conduct research into 
the social, economic and technical aspects of housing and 
related fields, and to undertake the publishing and distribution 
of the results of this research. 


This fact sheet is one of a series intended to inform you of 


the nature and scope of CMHC’s research. 


To find more Research Highlights plus a wide variety 
of information products, visit our website at 


www.cmhc.ca 
or contact: 
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
700 Montreal Road 
Ottawa, Ontario 
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Phone: | 800 668-2642 
Fax: | 800 245-9274 


©2005, Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
Printed in Canada 
Produced by CMHC 16-08-05 


OUR WEB SITE ADDRESS: www.cmhc.ca 


Although this information product reflects housing experts’ current knowledge, it is provided for general information purposes only. Any reliance 
or action taken based on the information, materials and techniques described are the responsibility of the user. Readers are advised to consult 
appropriate professional resources to determine what is safe and suitable in their particular case. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation 
assumes no responsibility for any consequence arising from use of the information, materials and techniques described. 
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